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The purpose of research synthesis is to produce new knowledge by making
explicit connections and tensions between individual study reports that were not
visible before. Every effort of synthesizing research is inevitably premised on
certain epistemological assumptions. It is crucial that research synthesists reﬂect
critically on how their epistemological positioning enables them to pursue cer-
tain purposes while preventing them from pursuing other purposes. The litera-
ture on research synthesis methods is dominated by publications premised on
positivist assumptions. The rhetoric of systematic reviews, best-evidence synthe-
sis and What Works Clearinghouse privileges syntheses with positivist orienta-
tions. Contesting the hegemony of positivist research syntheses, this paper
makes a case for research syntheses that are informed by diverse epistemologi-
cal orientations. It illuminates how research syntheses with distinct epistemolog-
ical orientations can serve complementary, equally worthwhile, purposes.
Keywords: research synthesis; qualitative research; methodologically inclusive
research synthesis; meta-analysis; meta-synthesis
Introduction
Primary research typically involves going into an experimental situation, the ﬁeld,
the archives, or the cyber-space to collect raw evidence to pursue one’s own
research questions. Research synthesists are different from primary researchers in
the sense that they analyze or interpret the analyses or interpretations reported by
primary researchers rather than collecting, analyzing, or interpreting any raw evi-
dence. Research synthesis is a special type of research review that is not only
descriptive, informative, and evaluative, but also connective (Mays, Pope, and
Popay 2005). “Synthesis refers to making a whole into something more than the
parts alone imply” (Noblit and Hare 1988, 28). The purpose of research synthesis is
to produce new knowledge by making explicit connections and tensions between
individual study reports that were not visible before. It involves purposeful selec-
tion, review, analysis, and synthesis of primary research reports on a similar topic.
In a rigorous synthesis, readers are provided with sufﬁcient information about the
synthesis process so that they can make informed decisions about the extent to
which the synthesized ﬁndings may be adapted to their own contexts (Suri 2011).
Research syntheses play an important role in disseminating research knowledge and
in shaping further research, policy, practice, and public perception. They are
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frequently cited in scholarly journals (Cooper and Hedges 2009b). Issues of meth-
odological rigor in research syntheses are as crucial as they are in primary research
(Dynarski 2008; Slavin 2008).
Several primary research methodologists have argued that all researchers must
examine and substantiate the appropriateness of the methodological, theoretical,
political, and moral assumptions they make in their studies. Researchers must also
reﬂect on how these choices may have inﬂuenced their ﬁndings (Gaskell 1988;
Hostetler 2005; Kress 2011b; Lucas and Beresford 2010). Sometimes researchers
draw on the notion of a paradigm to situate their study epistemologically. “A para-
digm determines the criteria according to which one selects and deﬁnes problems
for inquiry and how one approaches them theoretically and methodologically”
(Husen 1999, 31). Paradigms focus and facilitate understanding by providing a
framework within which to work (Kuhn 1970). At the same time, paradigms also
restrict our understanding to the parameters of the framework (Nespor 2006; Patton
1978). A consensus on what is the most accurate paradigmatic classiﬁcation is nei-
ther possible nor useful (Mertens 2005). Nonetheless, situating our research paradig-
matically can help us in being more reﬂexive about how our study design is
interacting with our ﬁndings.
The literature on research synthesis methods holds relatively sparse discussions
on the need for synthesists to reﬂexively engage with their epistemological assump-
tions. The notion of positivist methods of synthesizing research as the only rigorous
methods is widespread in many circles. For instance, the Handbook of Complemen-
tary Methods in Education Research (Green, Camilli, and Elmore 2006), published
by the American Educational Research Association, includes only two chapters
devoted to research synthesis methods: “Meta-analysis: the quantitative synthesis of
research ﬁndings” (Glass 2006) and “Research synthesis: effect sizes” (Thompson
2006). The rhetoric of systematic reviews, best-evidence synthesis, and What Works
Clearinghouse further privileges syntheses with positivist orientations. In 2010, the
Society for Research Synthesis Methodology (SRSM n.d.) started publishing its jour-
nal Research Synthesis Methods to publish: “papers covering the development and
dissemination of methods for designing, conducting, analyzing, interpreting, report-
ing, and applying systematic research synthesis” (Schmid and Lipsey 2011). It is
interesting to note that all the activities and publications of this society favor posi-
tivist syntheses. Contesting the hegemony of positivist research syntheses, this paper
proposes that the diversity of paradigmatic orientations prevalent in contemporary
educational research must also be practiced at the level of synthesizing research. In
this article, I examine the process of synthesizing research through four distinct
epistemological positions. I make no attempt to report on the state-of-the-art of how
contemporary research syntheses are positioned as that has been reported in an ear-
lier publication (Suri and Clarke 2009). Here, I explore how syntheses with positiv-
ist, interpretive, participatory, and critical orientations can serve distinct,
complementary purposes. I engage with the following broad question: “what possi-
bilities open up (and close down) for syntheses that are positioned along distinct
epistemologies?”
Throughout this paper, I have woven into my main argument direct quotes from
the published literature. At times, this is driven by an effort to succinctly represent
the original authors’ views while retaining the subtle nuances associated with their
representations. At other times, I have adapted and extrapolated these quotes
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beyond their intended domains of application (of primary research methods) to pur-
posefully construct new ways of thinking about research synthesis methods.
I have structured the remainder of this article into seven main sections (see Fig-
ure 1). In the ﬁrst section, recognizing diversity (which is in the center of the ﬁg-
ure), I emphasize the need to attend to the variety of epistemological orientations
possible for a research synthesis. In the next section, the methodological underpin-
nings of this article are brieﬂy discussed. Here, I also draw on my own experience
to illustrate how reviewing research syntheses from distinct epistemological posi-
tions can open up (and close down) useful possibilities. In the next four sections, I
illustrate how research synthesists might draw from discussions about positivist,
interpretive, participatory, and critical traditions to inform their own syntheses. In
comparison with positivist and interpretive syntheses, participatory and critical syn-
theses are less discussed in the published literature. Taking this into account, I have
discussed participatory and critical syntheses in greater detail. In the section that
follows, selective eclecticism, I discuss the blurring of genres and propose a selec-
tively eclectic approach to drawing from paradigmatic discussions. In the center of
Figure 1, I have juxtaposed selective eclecticism and recognizing diversity to high-
light the dialectical tension between these two stances. Informed selective eclecti-
cism requires synthesists to be sensitive to the issues of complementarity and
commensurability between individual paradigmatic positions. In this ﬁgure, I have
refrained from drawing boundaries between individual epistemological orientations
to emphasize that there are overlaps and blurred boundaries between different epis-
temologies. I conclude by urging research synthesists to use this discussion as a
departure point to be reﬂexive about their epistemological assumptions when syn-
thesizing research.
Recognizing diversity: an illustrative framework
In this article, I do not intend to prescribe the most appropriate paradigmatic clas-
siﬁcation of educational research syntheses. Rather, my aim is to problematize the
exclusive identiﬁcation of research syntheses with positivism or any single para-
digm. I have used an illustrative framework of four epistemological orientations to
demonstrate how syntheses with different paradigmatic orientations can serve var-
ied, albeit equally useful, purposes. This framework is summarized in Table 1.
This table is purposefully constructed to model how syntheses with distinct para-
digmatic orientations may be situated with respect to each other. It is designed to
highlight some essential differences that may characterize potentially useful
Figure 1. Expanding possibilities within research syntheses.
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 891
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:5
0 2
7 M
ay
 20
14
 
developments in research synthesis methodology. In the most pragmatic sense, the
table serves as a structuring and navigational device for my discussion of paradig-
matic alternatives.
In Table 1, the ﬁrst row illustrates distinct ontological positions of a synthesis.
The second row illustrates different purposes that a synthesis can serve. The third
Table 1. Research syntheses with different paradigmatic orientations.
Positivist
syntheses
Interpretive
syntheses
Participatory
syntheses Critical syntheses
Ontological
position
Objective factual
world is out
there
World is
constructed
through
meanings that
individuals and
groups attribute
to events
Individuals and
groups construct
their own
worldviews
through
participation
Relativistic and
transitional
worldviews
reﬂective of
dominant power
structures
Amenable
purposes
Objectively
explain, predict,
or describe in
terms of
probabilistic,
generalizable
laws, facts, or
relations between
measurable
constructs and
variables
Construct deeper
and more
comprehensive
understanding
about phenomena
as experienced
subjectively by
different
stakeholders
Understand and/
or improve
ourselves and
our local world
experientially
through critical
engagement
Problematize
prevalent
metanarratives to
deconstruct and/
or transform
dominant
discourses
Informant–
synthesist
relationship
Objective
distancing of an
unbiased expert
Sensitive and
reﬂective
understanding
with minimal
power imbalance
Critical, selective
and creative
understanding,
emphasizing
realistic
transferability to
inform local
practice
Self-doubting and
reﬂexive
understandings of
perspectives
represented in,
and missing
from, primary
research literature
Common
strategies
Exhaustive
sampling; a
priori protocol
and coding
sheets; statistical
variable-oriented
analysis
Purposive
sampling;
emergent design;
holistic case-
oriented analysis;
summary-sheets,
meta-matrices,
reciprocal
translations, etc.
Purposive
sampling;
emergent design;
eclectic data
analysis; and
emphasis on
practical and
experiential
knowledge
Openly
ideological,
dialogic, dialectic
selection and
analysis of
evidence, and
emphasis on
historical and
structural insights
Quality
criteria
Validity and
reliability
Deep and
authentic
understanding
Empower
participants to
improve locally
Catalytic validity
or crystallization
Suitable
genres
Scientiﬁc
reporting format
Comprehensive
narrative with
thick descriptions
Interactive
reporting
Nuanced texts
celebrating
inter-textuality
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row illustrates potential relationships that a synthesist can have with participants
and authors of primary research. Evidence included in a research synthesis is inter-
preted and represented ﬁrst by the participants of primary research, then by the
authors of primary research, and ﬁnally by the research synthesist. In this sense,
both participants and authors of primary research serve as informants for a research
synthesist. The fourth row of Table 1 illustrates a range of strategies for searching
and distilling relevant evidence and constructing connected understandings from the
distilled evidence. The ﬁfth row illustrates various quality criteria suitable for evalu-
ating syntheses. In the last row, I suggest common genres that synthesists could
employ to communicate with their audiences.
The four columns of Table 1 are discussed further in the next four sections of
this article. First, I describe positivist syntheses which seek to describe objective
reality. Then, I describe how research syntheses premised on interpretivism/con-
structivism might serve the purpose of facilitating holistic understanding about a
phenomenon by illuminating experiences of varied stakeholders. Then, I discuss the
experiential and transformative potential of syntheses with participatory orientation.
Then, I explore how research synthesists might draw on the published literature
within the critical traditions which includes postmodernism/constructivism.
I have deliberately discussed constructivism in two sections to distinguish mod-
erate constructivism (as described by Mertens 1998), which is grounded more in
the traditional interpretivism, from radical constructivism (as described by Guba
and Lincoln 1994, 2005; Lincoln and Guba 2000), which draws on postmodernism
and poststructuralism.
To illustrate how research syntheses with different paradigmatic orientations
might differ, at times I have compared and contrasted alternative orientations. This
might wrongly suggest that I am emphasizing compartmentalization of perspectives.
I do not believe there are rigid boundaries between various orientations. However,
to facilitate informed decisions regarding paradigmatic choices, I believe it is crucial
to understand the differences between various options. “Genuine commonalities
always grow out of a respectful search for differences” (Moss 2005, 281). The
explicit recognition of diversity directly addresses concerns regarding the possible
unintended rejection by omission of positions less discussed in the published litera-
ture. I do not prescribe, or even recommend, rigid adherence to any single perspec-
tive. Synthesists should be critically aware of the implications of the choices they
make, where some of these choices are likely to involve drawing from more than
one paradigm.
Epistemologically distinct notions of methodological inclusivity in a research
synthesis
In this article, I subscribe to a complementarity diversity thesis, with the premise
being that different paradigms exist and serve complementary purposes in educa-
tional research (Walker and Evers 1999). Engaging with fallibilist pluralism (Schw-
andt 2005), I try to stretch the conventional boundaries of research synthesis
methods. This article is based on a larger project in which a methodologically inclu-
sive research synthesis (MIRS) framework (Suri 2007) was conceptualized by dis-
tilling and synthesizing diverse ideas, theories, and strategies from the extensive
bodies of literature on research synthesis methods and primary research methods.
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 893
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In developing the MIRS framework, I was methodologically inclusive at four
levels. First, I explored the possibilities of including a range of methodologically
diverse primary research reports in research syntheses. Second, I explored the
opportunities offered by adapting the techniques and perspectives from a variety of
primary research methodologies to the process of a research synthesis. Third, I drew
on ideas from several formally proposed methods of research synthesis, oriented
along diverse methodological approaches. Fourth, I drew on the methods utilized in
diverse exemplary research syntheses. A more detailed account of the methodology
employed in developing the MIRS framework can be found in Suri and Clarke
(2009).
The MIRS framework was developed to address the following overarching ques-
tion: Given that contemporary educational research is marked by diversity, complex-
ity, and richness of purposes, methods, and perspectives, how can such variety and
complexity be accommodated and reﬂected at the level of synthesizing educational
research? When viewed from distinct epistemologies, this broad question has dis-
tinct interpretations. As an illustration, I now describe how my worldview, and
hence my interpretation of this broad question, changed during my pursuit for the
MIRS framework.
Prior to commencing this project, I had conducted a meta-analysis which
involved statistically integrating effect-sizes from individual studies and identifying
variables that potentially moderated the effect-sizes. In my meta-analysis, I excluded
all qualitative research reports as their ﬁndings could not be converted into appro-
priate effect-sizes. I commenced this project with the purpose of ﬁnding the most
comprehensive method of synthesizing research. Coming from a positivist para-
digm, I had assumed that this method would be similar to Slavin’s (1986) method
of best-evidence synthesis where the qualitative research ﬁndings would supplement
statistical integration of research. At that stage, I could not understand why qualita-
tive researchers were dismayed with my approach. I could not understand what my
qualitative research mentors were trying to communicate when they said that my
worldview would change when I delved deeper into qualitative research.
As I became more conversant with the qualitative research traditions, particu-
larly from interpretive orientations, I realized that the richness of qualitative
research could not be captured in a positivist synthesis with a common metric. At
this stage, I tried to develop an interpretive method of synthesizing methodologi-
cally diverse research in a way that maintains the integrity of individual studies.
During my conversations with teachers and scholars from participatory and criti-
cally oriented traditions, I recognized that the academic focus of my pursuit unin-
tentionally undermined practitioner knowledge. This made me question my own
understanding of: Whose questions are typically addressed by a research synthesis?
What forms of knowledge are privileged in a research synthesis? What model of
change underpins research synthesis methodology? Such questions helped me
explore the notion of a research synthesis oriented along participatory traditions.
As I became more cognizant with the issues of incommensurability between dif-
ferent paradigmatic positions, I realized that no single method of synthesizing
research could be comprehensive enough to synthesize research in ways that would
be compatible with all epistemological positions. At this stage, I abandoned my pur-
suit for the most comprehensive method of synthesizing research to develop a
framework for synthesizing research. This framework was developed as three
guiding principles and six phases of critical considerations to facilitate informed
894 H. Suri
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decision-making among producers and users of research synthesis. The three gen-
eral guiding principles for quality research synthesis as identiﬁed within the MIRS
framework are: informed subjectivity and reﬂexivity, purposefully informed selec-
tive inclusivity, and audience-appropriate transparency. The critical considerations
have been clustered in the following six phases of a research synthesis: identifying
a suitable overarching orientation of the synthesis; identifying an appropriate pur-
pose; searching for relevant evidence; evaluating, interpreting, and distilling evi-
dence; constructing connected understandings; and communicating with an audience
(Suri and Clarke 2009).
The example above describes my journey through distinct epistemological posi-
tions as I tried to address the following broad question: given that contemporary
educational research is marked by diversity, complexity, and richness of purposes,
methods, and perspectives, how can such variety and complexity be accommodated
and reﬂected at the level of synthesizing educational research? When viewed from
distinct epistemological positions, the same broad question had distinct interpreta-
tions. Each interpretation was valid from within that speciﬁc epistemological posi-
tion, even if incommensurable with the alternative interpretations.
In the next four sections, I discuss how syntheses with positivist, interpretivist,
participatory, and critical orientations can serve distinct purposes.
Syntheses with positivist orientations
In the published literature on research synthesis methods, the term postpositivism is
rarely used. Often the term positivism is used to refer to the general rationalist,
empiricist, and realist position which seeks to explain, predict, or describe the world
in terms of generalizable laws, facts, or probabilistic relations between behavioral
constructs and contextual variables. Systematic reviews, best-evidence syntheses,
and meta-analyses are frequently referred to as positivist methods. Positivist synthe-
ses are frequently conducted to: estimate the overall effectiveness of an educational
strategy; estimate the prevalence of various measurable attitudes, preferences, per-
ceptions, conceptions, or misconceptions among certain populations; estimate the
degree of variation across studies examining a similar hypothesis; identify condi-
tions that maximize or minimize the probability of a particular ﬁnding; or propose
how these conditions may be related (Cooper 2009).
Often positivist synthesists seek to synthesize research objectively with minimal
researcher bias by: designing a priori synthesis protocols to minimize biases intro-
duced by the synthesist’s subjective preferences; deﬁning conceptually and opera-
tionally all key constructs in behavioral terms at the outset; and employing
exhaustive sampling in order to be representative of the entire population of studies.
Sometimes they blind primary research reports to reduce biases introduced in judg-
ing the quality of individual reports by preconceived notions about the source of
the publication or the author of the individual primary research report. Also, they
measure inter-rater reliability to judge the degree of objectivity and reliability asso-
ciated with the key decisions in the synthesis process (Lipsey and Wilson 2001;
Orwin and Vevea 2009; Wilson 2009).
Positivist synthesists commonly: employ variable-oriented statistical analyses to
reduce Type II error and to enhance objectivity in the process of analysis and syn-
thesis; target global decision-makers and researchers as their audience; assume a
top-down approach to educational change; utilize scientiﬁc reporting formats; and
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 895
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adapt Cook and Campbell’s (1979) constructs of validity and reliability to address
issues of rigor in research syntheses. Sophisticated discussions have been published
about ways of reducing threats to internal validity, external validity, internal reliabil-
ity, and external reliability within positivist syntheses (e.g. Briggs 2008; Cooper
2010; Cooper and Hedges 2009a; Matt and Cook 2009; Petticrew and Roberts
2006). Advances in this ﬁeld have also been supported by government funding to
organizations which support the implementation and dissemination of quantitative
systematic reviews (e.g. Campbell Collaboration 2001; The Cochrane Collaboration
2011; What Works Clearinghouse [WWC] 2011).
Caveats of positivist syntheses
Most criticisms leveled against positivist primary research from exponents of alternative
paradigms would also be applicable to positivist syntheses (Suri and Clarke 2009). For
instance, a drive for universal laws generalizable to all settings decontextualizes ﬁndings
to the extent that they can no longer be usefully applied to any setting. Quantitative ﬁnd-
ings and scientiﬁc reporting formats can give a false sense of accuracy and objectivity
which can be misleading. Positivist syntheses may contribute to the imbalance of power
between various stakeholders by assuming a top-down approach to educational change
(Clegg 2005; Wiseman 2010). In their defense, positivists note that many critics of posi-
tivism do not fully appreciate the contemporary positivist school of thought, which is
sensitive to the changing context of educational research. They argue that often critics
of positivism do not realize how close they themselves are to positivism. Some positiv-
ists hold that being a positivist does not essentially involve rejecting interpretivism or
qualitative evidence (e.g. Husen 1999; Phillips 1999).
Following are examples of some caveats speciﬁc to all syntheses, including
positivist syntheses, which are recognized by exponents of positivism themselves.
Synthesists tend to mix “apples and oranges,” i.e. they combine ﬁndings from sam-
ples which may not be comparable along several dimensions (Sharpe 1997, 881).
Synthesists have little control over a range of variables that might be related to the
construct being measured. True experiments are impossible at the level of syntheses
and hence causal relationships cannot be inferred from syntheses unless causal ﬁnd-
ings across a number of individual primary research studies are being generalized
(Cooper 2009; Kennedy 2007).
Syntheses with interpretive orientations
Even though the literature on interpretive syntheses was sporadic until two decades
ago, a growing body of literature has been published since then (Dixon-woods
2011; Suri and Clarke 2009). Interpretive syntheses have been discussed under vari-
ous names, such as meta-ethnography (Noblit and Hare 1988), exploratory case
study oriented review of multivocal literatures (Ogawa and Malen 1991), cross-case
analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994), aggregated analysis (Eastabrooks, Field, and
Morse 1994), meta-analysis of qualitative research (Jensen and Allen 1994), qualita-
tive meta-synthesis (Sandelowski, Docherty, and Emden 1997; Zimmer 2006), inter-
pretivist-oriented reviews (Eisenhart 1998), qualitative systematic review (Booth
2001), meta-synthesis (Bair 1999), meta-study (Paterson et al. 2001), qualitative
research synthesis (Major and Savin-Baden 2010), and “best ﬁt” framework synthe-
sis (Carroll, Booth, and Cooper 2011).
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Contesting an objective reality which is out there, interpretive synthesists hold
that the world is socially constructed in terms of the meanings we attribute to
events. Their goal is to improve “communication and understanding across human
groups” by interpreting the subjective experiences of different stakeholders
(Eisenhart 1998, 393). Interpretive synthesists “bring to light an underlying
coherence of sense” (Taylor 1982, 153) by, “(1) making the obvious obvious, (2)
making the obvious dubious, and (3) making the hidden obvious” (Noblit and Hare
1988, 17). Keeping in mind that each layer of interpretation and representation is
inevitably inﬂuenced by its social, historical, cultural, and ideological context, they
construct their own interpretation of why is the phenomenon represented in the
primary research the way it is.
Typical questions addressed by an interpretive synthesist include: How is a par-
ticular phenomenon experienced by different stakeholders in different contexts?
How do the contextual particularities interact with the perceptions of different
groups and individuals? What are the plausible patterns of inﬂuence on individual
ﬁndings across studies? How do individual primary research reports on a topic rein-
force, contradict, or augment each other?
Recognizing the inevitable subjectivity in a synthesist’s interpretive construc-
tions of connections across individual reports, many interpretivists argue that every
synthesis is an interpretive process even if the synthesist does not explicitly
acknowledge it (Schwandt 1998). Interpretive synthesists begin by acknowledging
the tacit knowledge, values, and experiences they bring to the synthesis process.
They recognize that each primary research report is the author’s interpretation of
the research participants’ interpretation of the phenomenon being studied (Bair
1999). By engaging in iterative negotiations between multiple meanings constructed
at each layer of interpretation and representation, they try to reveal the multiple per-
spectives of different stakeholders with a sensitive understanding. They seek evi-
dence that contests, reinforces, or augments their emerging understanding of the
phenomenon. With “an attitude of openness, discovery and reﬂection,” they con-
struct “multiple, coexisting, and even sometimes incongruous realities related to the
phenomenon” (Paterson et al. 2001, 7–10). To maintain the integrity of individual
reports, some interpretive synthesists argue in favor of purposive sampling and
emergent designs (Suri 2011). Interpretivists often utilize the genre of narrative
descriptions to communicate with their audience.
Caveats of interpretive syntheses
Most criticisms leveled against interpretive primary research from exponents of alter-
native paradigms would also apply to interpretive syntheses. Many positivists criti-
cize the relativism embraced within interpretive, participatory, and critical traditions,
on the grounds that this relativism makes it difﬁcult to arrive at unbiased, reliable,
and generalizable conclusions. Interpretive reports are often subjective descriptions
of a phenomenon with deliberate attention to contextual particularities. These reports
tend to be lengthy and may have less appeal to policy-makers and decision-making
bodies who prefer succinct reports that provide concrete evidence to inform and sup-
port their decisions. Some participatory scholars could argue that it is not enough
merely to construct synthetic understandings about the groups represented in the pri-
mary research studies (as done in all non-participatory syntheses). Rather, synthesists
ought to facilitate experiential learning by co-constructing synthetic understandings
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with the groups whose practices would be impacted upon by the synthesis. Some
critical scholars denounce all non-critical syntheses for merely reifying the false con-
sciousness of the groups portrayed in the primary research studies. Critical scholars
urge synthesists to unpack these representations and understand the factors that
enable these representations while disabling alternative representations.
Interpretive syntheses have also been criticized by a group of interpretive schol-
ars who believe that any effort to synthesize research is at odds with the epistemo-
logical position of interpretivism. They argue that the goal of interpretivism is to
understand the manifestation of a phenomenon in its natural setting. Interpretivists
are well known for their holistic attention to interactions between various comple-
mentary and competing local inﬂuences. Interpretive researchers are continually
responding sensitively to changing local contexts. This group of purist interpretive
scholars asserts that all research syntheses attempt to identify plausible patterns of
inﬂuences across a number of diverse settings. They argue that this goal is incom-
mensurable with an interpretive epistemology. In response to this criticism, interpre-
tive scholars who believe in the process of interpretive research synthesis argue that
every study inherently involves synthesis at some level. For instance, most case
studies involve abstraction of information across individual cases. In this sense,
interpretive syntheses are not different from any other type of interpretive research
(Jensen and Allen 1996). Another layer of complexity associated with interpretive
syntheses has been recognized by many interpretive synthesists themselves. This is
the difﬁculty in identifying a standardized set of criteria for evaluating methodologi-
cally diverse, interpretive primary research reports being considered for inclusion in
a synthesis (Cassell 2010; Sandelowski et al. 1997; Suri 2007; Thorne 2001; Wright
and Coultas 2007). Again, this is analogous to the difﬁculty experienced by an
interpretive researcher in deciding what relative priority or authority to accord to
the multiple participant voices at the heart of a primary interpretive research study.
As with a primary interpretive study, an interpretive synthesis must consider how
its constituent research studies are situated within the broader context of educational
research and in relation to the issue around which the various studies cohere. Rather
than positivist criteria of homogeneity of variance or effect size, decisions of weight
and representation in constructing the interpretive synthesis will be subject to crite-
ria of coherence and faithfulness to the contingencies of the organizing question or
issue.
Syntheses with participatory orientations
Research synthesists can usefully draw from the participatory tradition to collabo-
rate with various stakeholders in order to inform policy and practice that is pertinent
to them (Suri 2008). A participatory school of thought holds that individuals and
communities construct, understand, and change themselves and their local world
experientially. “To experience anything is to participate in it, and to participate is
both to mold and to encounter; hence, experiential reality is always subjective-
objective” (Heron and Reason 1997, 278). Within the participatory tradition, practi-
tioners are encouraged to be analytical and critical about, “their own educational
ideas and theories, their own work practices, and their own work settings” (Kemmis
1999, 151).
To identify and prioritize review topics, some systematic reviewers seek input
from senior administrators. However, participation of only those stakeholders who
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are in a position of power can create further power imbalances. “Teachers them-
selves must be in the driving seat in identifying what they need if evidence-
informed practice is to become genuinely part of ‘working smarter’ – rather than
just harder” (Cordingley 2004, 86–7). In the last decade, several other systematic
reviewers have embraced the idea of involving consumers of research reviews in
appraising the protocols and reports of systematic reviews (e.g. EPPI-Centre 2009;
Gough 2004; The Cochrane Collaboration 2011). These efforts are commendable in
that they involve potential users of research syntheses in identifying suitable topics
and in reviewing the protocols and reports of systematic reviews. However, despite
involving different stakeholders in formulating review questions, protocols, and
summaries, systematic reviews could disempower practitioners and students by
dichotomizing, “research and practice-based contexts with a simple one-way linear
model of the relationship between the two” (Clegg 2005, 424).
I believe a truly participatory synthesis would encourage critical thinking and
contest stereotypical hierarchies (Siry and Zawatski 2011). It would empower the
disempowered stakeholders with a greater agency for change. Participatory synthe-
sists would engage teachers and students to a larger extent by directly involving
those whose practices and experiences are being researched (Constable and Coe
2000; Kemmis 1999; Kemmis and McTaggart 2000). Those who are intended to
experience a change would be given a greater control over the synthesis and a
greater agency to transform practices that directly impact upon them. It would be
fruitful to examine more effective strategies for participation of different stakehold-
ers in research syntheses without burdening them with a further workload. A com-
plementary collaboration model where the distinct skill sets and expertise of
individual collaborators are valued would be suitable (Ritchie and Rigano 2007; Yu
2011). Rather than ironing out the differences, participatory syntheses would
involve paying careful attention to learning opportunities that arise from the differ-
ences in language, perspectives, and experiences of individual co-synthesists (Paugh
and Robinson 2011). A participatory synthesis could become a site for teachers to
“problematize their educational practices by reﬂecting on their underlying mean-
ings,” using the relevant research domain as a mirror for “developing ‘actionable
knowledge’ about their own classrooms” (Torrance 2004, 198). The academic co-
synthesist could co-construct an understanding of the literature that is informed by
the practitioners’ perspective.
Participatory synthesists would value practical experience, local knowledge, and
serendipitous leaps of intuitive understanding. The participants in participatory syn-
theses could be: the authors of the primary research reports being synthesized;
members of stakeholder groups who participated in those studies; or stakeholders
wishing to critically engage with the literature to inform their own decisions. Aca-
demic synthesists could collaborate with these participants in order to co-synthesize
the relevant body of research through a process of reciprocal learning and co-con-
structing connected understandings. A participatory synthesis of action research
reports authored by teacher-researchers or reﬂexive practitioners, on how they
effected changes within their contextual constraints, could provide useful informa-
tion to policy-makers and other practitioners. Identifying patterns across these indi-
vidual reports could provide useful input from this group of action researchers into
theory building.
The purpose of a participatory synthesis would be guided by the concerns,
dilemmas, and uncertainties that arise in the minds of the practitioners while
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reﬂecting on their own practices and beliefs. Preliminary ﬁndings of the synthesis
product could be tested by the practitioners in their own work contexts, which in
turn, would raise further questions. These emerging questions could guide the next
stage of the synthesis process. Such a participatory synthesis process could dialecti-
cally improve the local practice and the prevalent academic discourse. A participa-
tory synthesis could involve cycles of reﬂection to: formulate synthesis purpose;
conduct the research synthesis; implement changes as suggested by the implications
of the synthesis; evaluate the implemented change; and compare these evaluations
with the relevant research literature.
All involved in a participatory synthesis would “engage together in democratic
dialogue” as co-synthesists and “as cosubjects” (Heron and Reason 1997, 283).
Using emergent, pragmatic, and eclectic designs, participatory synthesists could
employ purposeful sampling strategies for selecting studies that illuminate aspects
of a phenomenon that are of immediate interest to the participant co-synthesists.
They could use the delphi technique for collecting, analyzing, and building collec-
tive understandings of research on a common topic of interest in order to involve a
homogeneous or heterogeneous group of participants with a common interest in a
research topic. Participatory synthesists could construct critical, selective, and crea-
tive understandings with realistic transferability to inform practice in local contexts
of the participants. They could employ an interactive reporting format to encourage
a participative audience. The synthesis could be evaluated in terms of the progress
in thinking and transformation of the contexts of the individuals and the communi-
ties of those engaged in the synthesis process.
Caveats of participatory syntheses
Most criticisms leveled against participatory primary research from exponents of
alternative paradigms would also be applicable to participatory syntheses. Critics
argue that by placing too much emphasis on experiential and local knowledge, par-
ticipatory research and syntheses often fail to contribute to overall theory develop-
ment and disciplinary knowledge (Nisbet 1999). Also, an examination of issues in
which participants have a stake can often introduce unintentional biases and skewed
results.
It is possible to provide examples of some caveats speciﬁc to all syntheses,
including participatory syntheses, which might be raised from within the participa-
tory tradition. “In the participatory paradigm, practical knowing is an end in itself,
and intellectual knowing is of instrumental value in supporting practical excellence”
(Heron and Reason 1997, 287). Unlike their positivist counterparts who seek gener-
alizations, scholars with a participatory orientation value contextual and local solu-
tions found through experiential learning. Purist participatory scholars could argue
that solutions found by research participants through reﬂection on their own contex-
tual practice might be more relevant and effective than solutions found by co-syn-
thesizing research conducted by other researchers in different contexts.
Syntheses with critical orientations
On the topic of syntheses with critical orientations, there is sparse discussion in the
published literature (Suri and Clarke 2009). I have endorsed Richardson’s descrip-
tion of “poststructuralism” as a “particular kind of postmodern thought” (2001, 36).
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Considering the degree of overlap and commensurability between Guba and
Lincoln’s (1994, 116) critical theory and constructivism, I have discussed their criti-
cal theory as well as postmodern constructivism under the blanket label of “critical
orientations.” Under my broad category of critical orientations, I have included
Lather’s (2006) deconstructivism. However, I acknowledge that there are two
distinct teleological categories within this broad label: those who subscribe to eman-
cipatory goals and those who subscribe to postmodern nihilism.
Unlike Lather (1999) and Schwandt (1998), I have deliberately used the term
“research synthesis” as a blanket term which includes critically oriented reviews, to
reclaim its usage for an inclusive context rather than being limited to positivist con-
texts only. I have retained the term in order to “both circulate and break with the
signs that code it” (Lather 1993, 674) by rupturing the exclusive notion of research
synthesis as an objective and reductionist aggregation of research ﬁndings.
Critical inquiry “takes into account how our lives are mediated by systems of
inequity such as classism, racism, and sexism” (Lather 1992, 87). Critical scholars
hold that: the prevalent conception of the world tends to be constructed through the
dominant discourse and power structures which privilege those in power (Anderson
1989; Kress 2011a; Scheurich and Lather 1991); research that is limited to repre-
senting perceptions of different stakeholders reiﬁes “false consciousness” (Lather
1986, 70) by ignoring the history of, “how values have developed over time and
whose interests they serve, the effects of social and institutional contexts over time,
and the impact of historical memory” (Eisenhart 2005, 260). Critical scholars
engage in promoting, “a ‘counterscience’ of ‘indisciplined’ policy analysis that trou-
bles what we take for granted as the good in fostering understanding, reﬂection and
action” (Lather 2004, 25).
Many contemporary critical theorists tend to draw on postmodern schools of
thought which are characterized by an incredulity toward metanarratives and distrust
of all, “stories which purport to justify certain practices or institutions by grounding
them upon a set of transcendental, ahistorical, or universal principles” (Marshall
and Peters 1999, 244). Postmodern scholarship is, “politically decentering, method-
ologically idiosyncratic, and representationally unbounded” (Constas 1998, 40,
emphasis in original). Accusing “modern representation” of promoting “deception,
desecration, and domination,” postmodernists hold a radically relativist and transi-
tional worldview which is marked by contradictions and multiple realities where,
“reality becomes a playful ﬁeld of signs, signs of other signs and other signs of
signs” (Gubrium and Holstein 1997, 78–87). Many other critical theorists disagree
with postmodern nihilism and: “are deeply concerned that critical and socially
engaged research efforts are being undermined by [postmodern] autopoetic and self-
referential academic activities in universities” (Greenwood and Levin 2000, 86).
Critical synthesists can: highlight the inherently ideological nature of all research
(Lather 1986); “signify reformulated historical narratives, social meanings and
problematics, interpellative obligations, analytics and assignments for educational
inquiry” (Livingston 1999, 15); “zoom in” and “zoom out” of selected reports to
demonstrate how they are constituted by, and constituting, the dominant discourse
(Keogh and Garrick 2011, 419); illuminate the “ambiguities, tensions and compro-
mises that arise among stakeholders” (Windschitl 2002, 131); explicitly identify and
criticize disjunctions, incongruities, and contradictions in people’s life experience
(Candy 1989, 7); inform policy by recognizing and fostering overlooked quality
published work; reveal “the structures, powers, generative mechanisms and
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tendencies” within discussions of policy, practice and research in a ﬁeld (Clegg
2005, 421); and disrupt conventional thinking to construct spaces for new ways of
talking about practice (Eisenhart 1998; Kress 2011b; Segall 2001).
This involves re-examining to unsettle “what we might take for granted as
‘already learned’” (Schwandt 1998, 410). By paying attention to the presence and
absence of various issues in the primary research reports, critical synthesists could
raise: “important questions about how narratives get constructed, what they mean,
how they regulate particular forms of moral and social experiences, and how they
presuppose and embody particular epistemological and political views of the world”
(Aronowitz and Giroux 1991, 80–1). Framing their syntheses “around notions of
self-reﬂection, scepticism, refusal, imagination and learning,” critical synthesists
could resist current marketization of research by demonstrating a, “willingness pub-
licly to raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy and dogma and to not
be co-opted by governments or corporations” (Smyth and Hattam 2000, 171–2).
While being open to “differences and the other,” critical synthesists should not
“foreclose the possibility of solidarity” to “allow many voices to speak, thus multi-
plying the possibilities for practice” (Sholle 1992, 279–80). Postmodern synthesists
would resist closure in preference for a “truth which holds a provisional warrant
pending further disruption” (Bridges 1999, 615). They would disrupt and problema-
tize the metanarratives in a research domain in order to enhance multiple discourses
that celebrate diversity and inclusivity by refusing “over-simple answers to intract-
able questions” (Lather 1993, 674).
Examples of questions addressed by critical synthesists could include the follow-
ing. What phenomena are likely and/or unlikely to be studied by primary research-
ers? Which populations are likely and/or unlikely to be of interest to primary
researchers? In the published literature, whose questions are prioritized? Whose
questions have received little attention from primary researchers? How are the
answers to such questions intertwined? (Kennedy 2007).
Critical synthesists would: pay attention to not only what is said, but also what
is not said (Green and Skukauskaite 2008), while recognizing that the “systems of
inclusion/exclusion do not lie in direct parallel with vocal expression and silence,
respectively” (Baker 1999, 366); construct self-doubting and reﬂexive understand-
ings of not only the perspectives represented in the primary research literature, but
also those missing from the published primary research; and highlight the gaps in
the primary research domain with particular attention to how some groups have
become invisible in the ﬁeld with little representation. Critical synthesists could also
collaborate with the groups who have been relatively silenced in the primary
research in order to identify how the body of primary research has failed to ade-
quately represent their interests (see, e.g. Warschauer and Matuchniak 2010). Rather
than deferring to the authority of author, postmodernist critical synthesists would
recognize an author as someone who is in the process of making sense, a sense
which is partial and temporal (Lather 1999; Richardson 2001).
Critical syntheses could employ critical theory, feminist theory, queer theory, or
other varied standpoint theories. They could employ a range of purposive sampling
strategies including sampling politically important cases (Patton 2002) to conduct
syntheses that have high catalytic validity, i.e. which can act as catalysts for bring-
ing about change. Openly ideological strategies for collecting and analyzing evi-
dence with an emphasis on historical and structural insights would be suitable.
Contesting the innocence of text and celebrating inter-textuality, postmodernist
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synthesists would iteratively deconstruct the primary research texts to highlight the
discontinuities and fractures in the prevalent research domain. Using emergent
designs and “writing as a method of inquiry,” they would engage in representing
reﬂexive, nuanced, and multiple texts which would create doubts about universal
generalizations and truth claims. Recognizing that there is no correct saying, they
would seek “crystallization” rather than triangulation by focusing on simultaneity
rather than linearity. Critical synthesists could use a range of representational tools
including “creative analytic practices” and other emotive genres of writing to pro-
mote action and change (Richardson 2000, 923–34). Through an “increasing prolif-
eration of pastiche, irony and parody” (Aronowitz and Giroux 1991, 72),
postmodernist critical synthesists could construct engaging and multi-layered texts,
performances, and other forms of art to encapsulate diversity and complexity. These
synthesists could generate a text that, “turns back on itself, putting the authority of
its own afﬁrmations in doubt, an undercutting that causes a doubling of meanings
that adds to a sense of multivalence and ﬂuidities” (Lather 1996, 533).
Caveats of critically oriented syntheses
Most criticisms leveled against critically oriented primary research from exponents
of alternative paradigms would also be applicable to critically oriented syntheses.
Realists and neo-realists criticize openly value-mediated, critical scholars for being
“too theory driven and biased” (Anderson 1989, 249), leaping “into the abyss of
relativism” (Mayer 2000, 39), paralyzed by postmodernism (Hatch 2006), lacking
“hard data” (Kelly and Lesh 2000, 44), and privileging “speculation” over “knowl-
edge” (Lakomski 1999, 182), as a result of which the reputation of educational
research has been ruined within “the scientiﬁc community” (Mayer 2001, 29). Criti-
cal scholars counter-argue that they do not “privilege discourse or text over obser-
vation.” Rather, they focus on discourse as much as they focus on observation
(Denzin 2008; Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Rather than considering everything to be
equal, critical scholars emphasize that, “we do not have access to an extra-linguistic
reality” (Hodkinson and Smith 2004, 154).
It is possible to provide examples of some caveats of all syntheses, including
critically oriented syntheses, which might be raised from within the critical tradi-
tion. For instance, any synthetic effort appears to be at odds with the radically rela-
tivist postmodernist ontology. Some postmodernists counter-argue that
postmodernism: “does not – as some seem to think – automatically reject conven-
tional methods as false or archaic, it simply opens them to critique, as it does the
new methods of knowing, as well” (Richardson 2001, 35).
Selective eclecticism
Earlier geographies of methodological space have been organized around mutually
exclusive domains. However, the exclusive identiﬁcation of a particular research study
with a unique methodology can be constraining and misleading as often paradigms
are mutually informing (Guba and Lincoln 2005). The fragmentation of methodology
into discrete labeled regions runs the risk of concealing the commonalities of the
endeavor and the pervasiveness of particular issues and concerns (Schwandt 2000).
Often researchers display multiple overlaps in their practice of empirical
research (Miles and Huberman 1994). Examples of such interbred paradigms in
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primary research include critical ethnography (Anderson 1989, 249), critical realism
(Clegg 2005), critical action research (Kemmis and McTaggart 2000, 568), critical
collaborative research (LeCompte 1995), feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint
epistemology, and feminist postmodernism (Haig 1999, 226). In the context of pri-
mary research, many scholars recognize the merits of drawing from more than one
paradigm. Such selective eclecticism can often enhance the depth, richness, and util-
ity of our research (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004; Wickens 2010).
Multiple overlaps, blurred genres, hybrid approaches, crossing boundaries, and
interbreeding of paradigms are prevalent not only in primary research, but also in
research syntheses. Synthesists often draw on ideas from more than one paradigm
to enhance the utility of their syntheses. For instance, systematic reviewers are
increasingly trying to engage those who are intended to beneﬁt from the synthesis
in the synthesis process. Such an interbreeding of positivist and participatory orien-
tations can enhance the impact of the synthesis product. Similarly, many research
synthesis methodologists assert that a synthesis which draws on both positivist and
interpretive traditions is richer than a synthesis that is either positivist or interpretive
(e.g. Light and Pillemer 1984). Feminists have sometimes utilized meta-analytic
methods to highlight gender differences (e.g. Haig 1999).
Synthesists can usefully draw from published discussions on mixed methods to
synthesize qualitative and quantitative research through appropriate “data transfor-
mations” by: “qualitizing” quantitative evidence into narrative forms and/or “quanti-
tizing” qualitative evidence into “numerical codes that can be statistically analyzed”
(Teddlie and Tashakkori 2003, 9). Like mixed methods researchers, mixed methods
synthesists can: dialectically examine tensions emerging from juxtaposition of dif-
ferent paradigms; espouse a single paradigm such as pragmatism or transformative-
emancipatory paradigm; or use different paradigms for different purposes
(Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003). Syntheses that “search for the logical connection
between conclusions drawn from different kinds of research” can be particularly
useful (Pring 2004, 212). Synthesists can strategically draw on different combina-
tions of quantitative and qualitative evidence forms and analysis techniques to serve
different purposes (Creswell et al. 2003; EPPI-Centre 2009; Morse 2003).
Research synthesists are divided on the issues of commensurability between differ-
ent paradigmatic positions. Selective eclecticism in a research synthesis requires
sophisticated understanding of subtle nuances associated with the “philosophical, con-
ceptual, practical, and political considerations” associated with individual positions
(Greene and Caracelli 2003, 108). When drawing from more than one paradigm, a
synthesist must critically reﬂect on the issues of commensurability and incommensura-
bility within every phase of the synthesis. Depending on the purpose and the context
of the synthesis, some differences will become important while some differences will
become trivial. The mixing of paradigms in a synthesis ought to be guided by the pur-
pose and the context of the synthesis. Selective eclecticism in research syntheses is
particularly useful to encapsulate the diversity in contemporary educational research.
Using this discussion as a departure point to expand possibilities
Paradigmatic considerations remain critical at every phase of a research synthesis.
From the outset, it is crucial for the synthesists to be reﬂexive about the overarch-
ing paradigmatic orientation of the synthesis. This would inﬂuence, and be
inﬂuenced by, formulation of the appropriate synthesis purpose. The overarching
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orientation would guide the sampling logic and the process of searching for relevant
studies. The criteria for including some studies and excluding others would be
guided by the synthesis purpose, as will be decisions related to how individual stud-
ies get represented in the synthesis product. Finally, the medium and the channels
for sharing the synthesis ﬁndings with the intended audience would also vary
depending on the overarching orientation of the synthesis.
Throughout the synthesis process, it is crucial that synthesists maintain a reﬂex-
ive stance. While reﬂecting on how their paradigmatic positioning is shaping what
they see and what they do not see, it is also crucial that they reﬂect upon how their
own epistemological position might be shifting in response to what they see. Most
publications on research synthesis methods are oriented along particular epistemo-
logical positions. The MIRS framework makes a unique contribution by urging
research synthesists to be explicit and reﬂexive about how their philosophical, theo-
retical, methodological, and political orientations intersect with their synthesis pro-
cess and product.
In this article, I have illustrated how syntheses oriented along diverse paradigms
can serve distinct yet equally useful purposes. In practice, research synthesists
would often be selectively eclectic and draw ideas from more than one paradigm to
inform their own syntheses. I hope research synthesists will use this discussion as a
departure point and think of creative ways to expand possibilities within the produc-
tion of research syntheses.
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